Dances of Death depict the living, ordered by social position from high to low, while they are being taken away in a lethal dance by a skeleton, the personification of Death, who reproaches them for their sins. Dances of Death depict social inequality, but their message is one of equality of all before death, and of the necessity for all to repent in order to avoid being condemned to eternal hell. 2 In the late middle ages, higher placed persons actually had lower mortality rates than lower placed persons, as they do now. Socio-economic inequalities in mortality exist in all European countries, but particularly in Finland where differences in mortality are larger than in many other European countries, both on a relative and on an absolute scale.
3 This is an amazing finding, not only because Finland has such successful public health policies, but also because Finland has pursued egalitarian social and economic policies for decades. As a result of progressive taxation and an extensive social security system, Finland has had the lowest extent of income inequality of all European countries since the 1970s. 4 Despite all these policies, Finland has not succeeded in reducing inequalities in mortality below the level seen in other European countries.
A full explanation has so far eluded Finnish and European public health researchers, but it appears that social variations in excessive alcohol consumption are part of the explanation.
In many (but not in all) countries, binge drinking and other forms of excessive alcohol consumption are more frequent in lower socioeconomic groups, and contribute to the explanation of inequalities in mortality, through higher rates of causes of death directly related to alcohol (such as various forms of cancer, liver cirrhosis, and injuries) and of causes of death indirectly linked to alcohol (such as ischemic heart disease). But in Finland the contribution of excessive alcohol consumption to inequalities in mortality seems to be larger than elsewhere. 5 Why? This alcoholic dance with death is as fatal as it is puzzling. In Eastern Europe, including the Baltic states and Russia, similarly fatal patterns of alcohol intoxication are found, and have been linked to demoralization and other psychosocial effects of the political and economic changes since the fall of the Soviet empire. But this cannot apply to Finland, a country which has been peaceful and prosperous for decades, and which takes good care of the more vulnerable sections of its population.
It is perhaps more likely that what we see here is an interaction between social inequality and national cultures which are permissive of alcohol intoxication, and provide all those who so desire an easy, but potentially fatal escape from the boredom and frustration of everyday life, which is particularly prevalent among the less-well-off. Eliminating this Dance of Death is one of the great challenges for public health research in Finland, and will require innovative interventions and powerful policies. It would be great if Finland's public health community would succeed in finding a solution.
